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Chapter 1


Lucky





“No!” 

I jerked awake, fleeing yet another nightmare.

Shaking, I took a few, deep, trembling breaths, willing my heart to slow before I woke Heather, but the sweet dog was already snuggling closer and nudging me. It was truly a miracle how much holding her helped calm me down.

Heather was a miracle, quite simply. She had saved my sanity on that horrible day when Felicia almost got Dylan into her claws. Whoever had trained the huge black dog that had tackled Felicia, they had my undying admiration. Right after the person who had trained Heather.

I could no longer imagine life without my sweet dog.

“Thank you,” I whispered to her, holding her tight, rubbing her head. “Thank you for saving me again.”

She huffed a little breath and nuzzled my neck.

“You are the best,” I told her, like I had done so many times. And sometimes, it seemed as if she understood every word I said.

Unbidden, my mind went back to that moment in Beth’s dining room where she had chosen me, so obviously. I could not resist those adoring eyes. But how had she known what to do?

Maybe Carl was her trainer.

I really should ask him, but I didn’t want to be a burden to anyone here. They were already doing so much for me, like giving me a new home, giving me a job, moving my stuff from the apartment in Atlanta that I would never, ever set a foot into again.

And giving me Heather.

I’d had her for a few weeks now, and we had fallen into a routine. I walked her three times a day, although I had never bothered to get a leash or a collar. She never ran away. And if we met other dogs, she played with them, before coming to me when I called her. And I snuggled with her at night.

She was my first dog, and I was determined to do everything right.

Heather heaved a sigh and put her head on my chest.

Right. It was time to go back to sleep. I ran my hand down her back, before pulling the blankets back into place.

“Sleep well, my sweetie,” I whispered, before allowing sleep to claim me again.








  
  

Chapter 2


Heather





It didn’t take long for Lucky to fall asleep again, but I could no longer escape my mind. 

Being with Lucky felt so right, and yet it was so wrong, at least in the way it was now.

Pretending to be an emotional support dog had worked wonders for Lucky. And I truly wanted to share his life forever, because I had known the moment I ran to his side that he was my mate.

Except he thought that I was a well-trained dog.

He had no idea that we wolves even existed.

And the very last thing I wanted to do was to re-traumatize him when he’d barely gotten over his treatment by Felicia.

Not that he talked about it, no matter how much Alice prodded him. But from the nightmares he was having, it must have been bad. I mean, Alice had removed a shock collar from him and treated the burns it had left around his throat. And he’d had cuts almost everywhere, shallow but painful.

Only a complete psychopath would do that to a person.

No, I would not hurt Lucky, ever. He had suffered way too much.

Lucky sighed in his sleep and I snuggled closer. Sometimes, that prevented another nightmare. He mumbled something, his arms tightening around me for a few heartbeats before relaxing back into sleep.

Dogs and wolves don’t really like being hugged or held tight, of course. It’s a form of restriction, and we instinctively fight against it. But it was all I could offer Lucky in this shape, and I was coming to enjoy it.

I wanted more of it.

I wanted so much more, and all of that required shifting back into my human shape.

Which would freak Lucky out.

I knew I had Carl, Dylan and Shane on my side. Or Shadow and Joker, as they insisted Lucky call them. But all of them seemed to wait for a sign from me to actually intervene.

I heaved a big sigh myself.

As long as Lucky had nightmares regularly, I wouldn’t add to his stress.

But I couldn’t stay in wolf shape forever. I could already tell that my mind was changing, and that meant I was on the road to going feral, despite living in an apartment.

I knew my brain was going in circles, not taking me closer to any kind of solution. I needed to talk this through with someone, but how could I do that, when Lucky needed me every moment of every day?

Only one thing was certain.

I would not hurt Lucky.

Never, ever.








  
  

Chapter 3


Lucky





On our morning walk, Heather steered me once again to a small patch of forest near our apartment house. I knew she met other dogs there to play with, and so I didn’t object at all. She needed fun in her life, being cooped up with just me wasn’t healthy. 

It wasn’t cold and it was dry, so I sat on a bench that was clearly provided for people to sit and watch their dogs play.

Except I had never met any other owners.

I was still pondering that thought, watching Heather chase another dog around some trees, then run away and be chased in turn, when someone walked up to me.

“Mind if I sit with you?” he asked, and I looked up with a little start, jerked out of my thoughts.

Oh, this was Carl, the husband of Beth. “Of course not,” I told him. “Please sit.”

“Thank you.” He sat down and stretched his legs out in front of him.

“How are you doing, Davis?”

I shuddered a little inside. The last person to call me Davis had been Felicia.

“Please, call me Lucky. Everyone does.”

“Sure.” Carl smiled at me. “Is that also a game name like Shadow and Joker?”

“Yes and no.” At least I could easily talk about this. “I earned it with my hacking. And I was using Lucky as a nick in chats, but it wasn’t game related. I just really like it much more than my given name.”

“I will remember. Thank you for explaining. This new online world is quite… different.”

“It is in many ways, but the people online are still people.” Many of my old family tried to argue that the people I met online weren’t people at all, but Carl just seemed to take everything I said at face value.

“And you communicate through chat?” Carl asked.

“Yes, mostly. I love irc, it’s a written interface. But there are ways to talk to people, either in voice chat or even with video. That takes a lot of bandwidth, though.”

Carl nodded slowly. “So it’s like writing letters, except you see the words instantly? And if you want to, you can talk as if on the phone, is that right?”

“That’s right. It looks a little different, and most people prefer written chat, but yeah.”

He was great, putting modern tech into terms that his mind could relate to. I needed to remember his phrases.

“Thank you,” Carl was saying. “I believe we need to understand the modern ways, especially with such a big p… err… family we have here.”

I briefly wondered what he had almost said, but then I noticed how he was watching the dogs playing and said the first thing that came to my mind.

“Are you walking your dog, as well?”

Carl coughed, and I looked at him, worried that he was trouble. But he caught himself quickly enough.

“There is something you need to know about those dogs,” he said slowly.

“Well, they are all beautiful and highly trained,” I said, still marveling at Heather’s intelligence.

“Yes, that…”

“Are you their trainer?”

This time, Carl actually laughed.

“Let’s try something else,” he said, even as one of the dogs walked up to him and leaned against his leg. “Shadow and Joker talked about a forum that she took down. I understand you had a hand it it, as well?”

I blinked. That felt so long ago, but it had only been a few weeks, right?

“I did, yes. Absolutely insane conspiracy theories. They actually believed that there are people who can change into wolves.” I shook my head, still in disbelief.

Carl was rubbing the head of the dog at his leg.

“Well, there is a spot of truth in those ramblings,” he said carefully.

I watched Heather come to me, accompanied by another dog, this one with even lighter fur. Out of the corner of my eyes, I saw another one streak towards a house, one that looked like it could be a husky. Not that I knew much about dogs.

“Oh! I have seen that one before! She was in the park when I met… Joker. I think.”

“Really?” Carl looked amused. “Does she have a name?”

“Yes, he called her Dill Pickles.”

The light-colored dog opened her mouth as if she was laughing.

“Dill… Pickles,” Carl said slowly, before chuckling. “That’s a new one. Come here, Dill.”

Showing the same insane level of intelligence that Heather often displayed, the dog walked over to Carl, looking at him expectantly.

“You said her name was Dill?” Carl asked again, petting the dog.

“Yeah, it…” I blinked. Dill? Really? Why would Joker name his dog as if…

“Dyl?” I said, feeling utterly stunned.

The dog looked at me and yipped.

Well, of course she would recognize her name.

“There is a bit of truth in that theory,” Carl repeated. “But I have a feeling you’re not ready to find out yet.”

“I don’t have a dog,” another voice said behind me and I twisted around to see Joker himself, dressed casually in jeans and a t-shirt. He had tamed that wild hair of his and it was now in a nice cut, same as his beard, cut close to his chin.

“But… Dill Pickles?” I asked, completely confused.

“Dill is a wolf,” he said, with a smug smile on his face.

“A wolf?” I stared at the dog still sitting in front of Carl and me.

“They are all wolves,” Carl said quietly, gesturing to the animals playing in the forest.

“Wolves?” I stared hard. “Heather is a wolf?”

“Yes.” Joker came around to sit on my other side, and the moment he sat, Dill went to put her chin on his knee. “They all are.”

“Well, I guess that explains their intelligence.”

Joker chuckled. “It does, more than you can imagine.”

It was very difficult to believe. These creatures were playful, obedient and smart. Not at all what I had been thinking about wolves.

“They are special wolves,” Carl said. “Different from wild ones.”

“I can tell. They are so… friendly.”

“Well, they know you and Heather.”

The dog, no, the wolf at Carl’s knee gave a little yawn, and he patted its head. “It’s fine, I’ll wait here,” he said, as if a conversation was taking place.

A moment later, the wolf trotted off, heading towards the house in this patch of forest.

“Who is training them?” I wondered out loud, for a second time. “It can’t be you alone, Carl.”

The old man looked at me, his eyes twinkling. “No, it’s not. They are doing a lot of the work themselves.”

“Really? Are you pulling my leg?”

“No, Carl is even helping me,” Joker said calmly.

“Helping you? With what?” I frowned at him, having a feeling that they were dancing around something really big, something I should notice, should understand, but I didn’t. Suddenly, that feeling erupted into words. “Why do I feel so dumb? What are you not telling me?”

Instead of answering me, Joker patted his wolf, before looking at me again. “I called her Dill Pickles on purpose. Because it sounds like Dylan. Dyl.”

I nodded. The wolf looked at me and grinned. It still didn’t make sense.

“The people on that forum believed, quite firmly, that there are wolf shifters,” he went on.

“You mean people who can turn into wolves?”

“Yes.”

“That’s impossible!” I almost shouted the words. “It’s fantasy, it’s a hoax. I mean, that guy’s eyes changed, but I’m sure it was just a video trick.”

Carl shook his head sadly, as if he understood what I was talking about. “It wasn’t. I knew Mal.”

“What?” I stared at him, my mouth open in horror and disbelief. “You knew the man they murdered? The one in the video?”

“Yes. He grew up around here.”

A woman was walking towards us, from the direction of the house. A moment later, I recognized Beth, but my mind was still occupied with the revelation that these people knew the man killed in a video I saw on a conspiracy forum.

“He… he really was killed?” I swallowed hard.

“They call these ‘trophy videos’ for a reason,” Carl said quietly.

“The man responsible for Mal’s death is dead as well now, if that helps,” Joker added.

“What?” I twisted around to stare at the man who had won Dyl’s heart. “This is all terrible!”

“Yes, it is terrible,” Beth said quietly, as Carl shifted closer to me to make room for her on the bench. “But it is part of the life of people like us.”

I swallowed. “You’re still not telling me the truth.”

“Well, think about what we said,” Joker told me before rising and holding out a hand to his wolf. “Let’s go home, Dill.”

“It can’t be true,” I said, my voice rising to a wail. “People cannot turn into wolves.”

“Maybe they can,” Beth said softly. “Just sit with the idea for now, Lucky.”

They both got up, with Carl giving me a nod and Beth gracing me with a smile. I watched them walk away holding hands.

They believed that people could change into wolves.

How… insane.








  
  

Chapter 4


Heather





Lucky was upset, I could tell. 

I had watched him meeting Carl and the others. I knew they were trying to help, knew that they were worried about me, but what they had said made Lucky stalk across our apartment in agitation.

“People cannot change into wolves,” he muttered, vehemently, and my heart almost stopped.

Trying to even hint at our true nature really hadn’t gone well.

“It can’t be true!” Lucky slammed one fist into his hand. “Because if that is true, the rest of the forum nonsense might also be true. And I do not believe this crap!”

I couldn’t hold back my whine, and it stopped Lucky in his tracks.

“Oh, Heather, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to upset you.”

At that moment, I really wished I could talk to him. But I had to stay in wolf shape, he would completely flip out if he saw me shift. Fortunately, he knelt at my side and wrapped me in his arms. I snuggled close, hoping to calm him down.

“Are you really a wolf?” he whispered.

I caught myself at the last moment. Lucky wouldn’t handle a nod well, either.

“I don’t know what wolves look like,” he went on, his voice slightly more normal. “I just know that you’re beautiful and so smart.”

It was a really good thing that Lucky was so ignorant about wolves, or dogs in general. Otherwise, I would have given away my secret any number of times already.

“You’re my rock,” Lucky mumbled into my fur. “Without you, I’d break down completely. But… but if what they are saying is true, then you… you are a person? And if you are, then I have been abusing you, just like Felicia abused me. For selfish reasons.”

His hands tightened in my fur.

“I cannot stand that thought.”

I turned my head and licked his fingers. He hadn’t been abusing me. This whole situation was of my own making, and now I had no idea whatsoever how to get out of it.

I hated Carl for having sown that doubt in Lucky’s mind. How dare he interfere like that?

My rational mind knew that he was trying to help. Trying to prevent even more damage. But I couldn’t trust him. If he knew what I was, where I had come from, he and Beth would kick me out faster than I could howl to the moon.

No, I had to endure. I wouldn’t give up Lucky, and I wouldn’t hurt him. Not even Carl and Beth could do that to us.

Lucky straightened suddenly and took a deep breath.

“I will not let them take you from me,” he growled, his eyes wide. “I would rather leave. Strike out on my own, as I’ve always done. I have my client list, I can rebuild elsewhere. And keep you.”

I liked that idea. It would be nice to have Lucky all to myself, without an interfering pack. But it wasn’t safe. I needed this pack to protect Lucky when my past came calling.

“Heather, you’re my everything. I didn’t know I had an everything.” He gave a little laugh. “For a while, I thought Dylan was the one, but when she walked away… I found I could rebuild my life without her.”

He heaved a big sigh.

“Of course, then Felicia found me, and I thought she was all I needed. I was so stupid. I trusted her, when she seduced me, you know. She was amazing in bed. I’d never had that. Not even with Dyl.”

Jealously rose strong and ugly in my chest.

“Of course, she did all that so she could use me. Put that collar on me, pretending it was a game. And then it wasn’t.”

He took a shuddering breath and buried his face in my neck.

“But you… you’re different. You don’t demand anything. You’re just here for me, you love me in your way.”

Hot tears dripped into my fur.

“And I… I can’t give you what you need, either. I just want to feel safe.”

I wished I could talk to him, more than ever. I even felt the shift begin, and I stopped it ruthlessly. Knowing the truth would devastate Lucky, I just knew that.

And so I stayed a wolf, letting him cry while he held me.

“I just know one thing. I don’t ever want to live without you,” he said after a long time.

While I completely agreed with him, I feared that our time was limited. That meant I would give him everything he wanted, for as long as I could.








  
  

Chapter 5


Lucky





I did not sleep much that night. Between the usual nightmares and the whole revelation that my new friends believed in an impossible conspiracy theory, I felt completely wrecked the next morning. 

Of course, that was when Olivier asked for a joint session on enhancing internet security with me and Dylan. And just as I got ready to leave, Carl appeared at my door with a stern look at Heather.

I hid a sigh, because just seeing him reminded me of yesterday’s conversation, something I did not want to think about right now.

“Good morning, Carl. What can I do for you?”

“I’m just asking to borrow Heather for some training,” he said, with something lurking in his eyes.

I glanced at Heather and noticed that she was shrinking back a little.

“I don’t think she wants to go with you,” I told him, putting my body between him and my dog. Or my wolf.

“As the p… community’s co-leader and trainer, I have the right to do so,” Carl said, speaking directly to Heather.

To my immense surprise, she sighed, ducked her head and walked towards Carl, clearly submitting to him.

“Heather!”

“Don’t worry about her, Lucky.” Carl’s voice was gentle. “I will never hurt Heather, but there is something we need to… work on.”

“No, there isn’t!” I said loudly. “She’s been perfect all the time.”

“You’ll have to let me judge that, Lucky. I’m her… trainer.”

I gritted my teeth, but of course, he was right. And I still owed these people. But the whole thing strengthened the thought of turning my back on them. The moment they actively tried to take Heather, I’d leave, faster than they could say hack attack.

“Heather, do you want to go with him?”

She whined but moved to Carl’s knee in a clear signal that yes, she was going with her trainer.

“Alright. I’ll be in that meeting with Olivier and Dylan.”

“I’ll bring her to you once we’re done,” Carl promised, and that helped a little.

We left together, I just couldn’t bear letting Heather out of my sight that soon. When our paths diverted, she whined once again, and I patted her head.

“I know you’ll do great, Heather,” I tried to console her, and she did preen a little at my words. “I’ll see you soon.”

Walking away without her at my side felt wrong, but I had no choice. Talking with Olivier was part of my job for now, and I never shirked work for clients.

But it was clearly time to get back to my old clients and haul in more jobs. This dependency on others and their goodwill was beginning to grate.

Fortunately, Olivier and Dylan were both completely professional and that allowed me to stuff down my feelings and focus on the work. Or at least that was the plan, until I noticed that Dylan was alone.

“Where’s your dog? Err, your wolf?”

Dylan clearly choked down a laugh, and even Olivier looked amused.

“He’s busy,” she said, something twinkling in her eyes.

“And Joker?”

“He does have a job, you know. We’re not connected at our hips.” Dylan grinned at me.

“Let’s get to business,” Olivier admonished us, pulling up the website on his computer and turning on the projector so we could see it on the big screen at the wall of his office. “What do we need to do to make this secure? I know you got into that Hunter forum, and while I don’t think we want a forum, I do think about security a lot. Occupational hazard.”

His grin was helping me relax.

“Olivier, I’m just glad you’re willing to learn,” Dylan said. “That’s not our usual experience, even when clients hire us.”

“How else would I be able to protect our… community?”

Even Olivier was censoring himself, just like Carl and Beth. I hated that they were hiding something from me, but I wasn’t about to call them out again.

Instead, I threw myself into the work, explaining terms and concepts to Olivier, taking turns with Dylan. This was comfortable, something we had done so many times that it was easy to fall back into teamwork and bring Olivier up to speed.

I had to give it to the man, too. He did listen, and even though he needed to tie theoretical concepts of how the internet worked to his real-life experiences before he grasped them, he did his best.

Which was much better than what most of our clients had done.

I could tell this made Dylan really happy.

Could I leave this place? What about Dylan?

Dylan was happy here, that much was obvious. She teased Olivier, and he gave back as good as he got.

That meant, Dylan would thrive, even without me. And she had both a lover and a wolf.

“Lucky?”

I looked up, surprised that both of them were staring at me.

“Sorry,” I mumbled as I blinked myself back to the present. “Lost in thought. What were you saying?”

“Olivier was suggesting that we should allow the Hunter back-up forum to stay up and running,” Dylan repeated.

“Oh.” I wrenched my mind to the question. “Why?

“I’d been monitoring the old one before you took it down,” Olivier explained. “It’s always worth it to spy on your enemies, to learn about their plans early enough to be prepared.”

And there it was again. If Hunters were their enemies, these people believed that they could turn into wolves.

I slammed my fists down on the table and then shot to my feet.

“Do whatever you want,” I snarled. “I’m out. I do not follow insane conspiracy theories.”

“Lucky…” Dylan started, but I turned on her.

“Not another word, Dyl. I don’t know who brainwashed you, but people cannot turn into wolves. It’s impossible. I will not have it.”

“Lucky, please…” She held out her hand in an appeasing move.

“No!” I turned on my heel and stalked out of Olivier’s office.

A happy Dylan was a wonderful thing. Dylan subscribing to a cult was not.

I had to get out of here.

And I would take Heather with me.

Together, we’d find a place where we could be happy.








  
  

Chapter 6


Heather





I followed Carl to the lovely farmhouse where he lived with his wife, cringing inside all the time, even while staying in a perfect heel. 

He was the pack’s Beta, he had just reminded me of that. And of course, I couldn’t refuse his orders. Lucky didn’t understand, couldn’t understand, and his look of utter shock had cut my heart.

But I had been given an order, and I had to follow it.

At least Carl and Beth were kind, I knew that. They would not beat me. And they didn’t show any of the cruelty that my… my old Alpha had.

This whole pack was different, I had noticed that early on. There was none of the power play that I was used to, none of the posturing. The meeting where the pack had planned how to trap Felicia and to free Lucky had been a revelation.

It had to be because Beth was the Alpha.

I had never heard of a female Alpha before, but she was so clearly the leader that I couldn’t question it.

But now, I had disappointed the Beta.

Guilt weighed heavily on me.

I had gone against the Beta’s wishes, and as was his right, he was going to admonish me, give me new orders.

But I couldn’t hurt Lucky. His well-being was my first priority, not even Carl could change that. I steeled myself for the inevitable confrontation when the Beta ushered me into an office on the second floor.

“We need to talk, Heather,” he said quietly and pointed to my clothes laid out on a chair. Of course, he had brought some from my room.

It rankled. I didn’t want to shift and put on clothes, but Carl was the Beta.

I bowed my head in submission.

When he turned around to give me privacy for my shift, I stared for a moment. My old Beta would have enjoyed making me uncomfortable during my shift. But Carl was clearly a kind and decent man.

I forced myself back into human shape, and it actually hurt to do so. I suppressed my groan, however, Carl didn’t need to hear my moment of weakness.

After pulling on my clothes quickly, even though it felt so wrong to slide into tight jeans, I took a deep breath.

“I’m ready,” I said, glad that my voice didn’t wobble. It was rough, however, from disuse.

“Thank you, Heather.”

Carl turned around and gestured at the two comfortable chairs in the corner of his office.

He thanked me? For following his orders?

“Heather, I will not order you around, this is not how this pack works,” he began.

I mentally scoffed. Every pack had a leader, and every member was expected to obey.

“Everyone here is a free person, with their own choices and their own lives,” Carl continued, shocking me completely.

Even as I stared at him, he continued.

“And as free people, everyone is allowed to make decisions for their lives. Beth and I do not force anyone to do something. We support, advise and yes, decide for the pack as a whole. We hire people, and sometimes, we fire them, just like every head of a company does. But we’re not running the Swan Valley Tourist Tours for personal profit. It’s the face of our pack, and we take care of our pack. And our pack members are free to live their lives as they choose.”

I nodded, knowing it was expected of me. None of that made any sense whatsoever.

“I know we never talked about that when we took you in. I thought you understood this, but I’m no longer sure.”

I gave him another nod, feeling chastised. When I said nothing after that, Carl let the silence expand, but finally took a deep breath.

“I called you in for a talk because I worry about you, Heather. I worry that you’re neglecting your human side. Do you know the consequences of staying in wolf shape for too long?”

I swallowed hard. My mother had explained this in long and excruciating detail more than once, because I’d always liked my wolf shape more than my human one. In wolf shape, I had so much more freedom than as a human female.

“I do,” I said, hating the way my voice broke on those two words.

“But?” Carl’s voice was gentle, something I wasn’t used to at all.

“But Lucky needs me as a wolf!” The words burst out of me, and I flinched, knowing I would regret this.

To my immense surprise, Carl simply nodded. “He does. And he’s resisting every hint we drop about wolves. Can you help us? Why does he do that?”

“Yes!” I said quickly, relieved that this was a question I could answer and appease the Beta. Not that he seemed to need much appeasement. “Lucky said he can’t believe in us wolf shifters because then everything else they claimed on that forum might also be true. And he hates what he read there.”

“Ah, thank you, Heather. That does help.” Carl did look a little more relaxed. “The Hunters’ ideology is vile, and it speaks for him that he rejects it. Sadly, this is pretty much a case of throwing out the baby with the bathwater. Hmmm.”

“He’s also still very upset and unsettled,” I added. “He won’t let go of at night. And he has nightmares. I worry so much about him.”

Carl nodded several times. “I do understand, Heather. He’s been through a very traumatic experience, and these don’t resolve on their own nor in short time. Does it help him to have you close?”

“It does! He calms down that way, especially after a nightmare.”

“That is very good. I do not want to separate you, please understand that.”

I wouldn’t let him even if he tried, but I didn’t tell him that. “Thank you.”

The old teacher took a deep breath. “Would you consider talking with me regularly, maybe once a week? That way, you could stay connected to your human shape and the risk of going feral would be much reduced.”

“You… you would do that for me?” I blinked at him, utterly stunned. Betas tended to have very little free time in their lives, and he wanted to spend it on me?

“Of course. We took you in, we care for you. And maybe it’s hard to believe, but we also care for Lucky. First because he’s Dylan’s friend and second because he is a good person.”

“He is.” Tears filled my eyes, and I didn’t even know why.

“Heather, Beth and I want the best for you both. I have seen how you look at Lucky.”

Did he know how close we were? But Lucky couldn’t be my mate. He wasn’t a wolf, even if I wanted him to be.

“Yes,” I managed to choke out.

Carl stood. “Wonderful. Let me take you back to him. I’ll keep your clothes safe until our next meeting.”
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